ABSTRACT This article explores a hypothesis that the Internet and the World Wide Web form an alternative resource to that provided by conventional adult education providers. The example used is the dissemination and transfer of information on and analysis of issues concerning women and violence. Four important issues for adult (that is, post-compulsory) education are choice, appropriateness and quality of provision, access and participation, and the wider benefits of learning, including the social. This article raises these issues through giving an overview of the use made by women of the Internet, with specific reference to women and violence, based on an analysis of web pages in the English language and registered on the Google search engine.
Internet, followed closely by 27 pages aimed at general female Internet users. In other words, the Internet was becoming a space for women in general, whether they were academics, in other occupations or in the home.
The increasing use by women of the Internet, albeit slow and patchy in the world context, enhances the potential of the medium to deal with specific issues such as women and violence and to reach at least some women who have been or are themselves subject to violence and abuse. Accordingly, the next section analyses searches on this subject.
The Internet, Women and Violence
Specialised searches yielded the following: 1. 'violence against women' yielded around 1,170,000 entries; 2. 'women + sex + violence' yielded around 746,000 entries. The growth of pornography, including sites that portray actual violence against women for the gratification of subscribers, constitutes a decidedly women-unfriendly aspect of the Internet. Since it is claimed that a substantial amount of traffic on the Internet is devoted to the search for pornography, I was concerned when I began my search that I would come across such sites. Table I . Types of organisation hosting the web pages.
In fact, Google.com, in common with other mainstream search engines, has a policy of focusing on 'respectable' sites, that is, non-pornographic sites, and these appear first in the list. Furthermore, although the search engine lists the total number of entries, it does not list every entry: only a small proportion of total sites are listed. Hence, it was only at the very end of the searches that entries for sites that were clearly pornographic appeared. In search 1, 'violence against women', all but one of the first 793 entries were non-pornographic; in search 2, 'women + sex + violence', the first 725 entries were non-pornographic. Fortunately, such sites do not attempt to lure the unwary -it is very obvious what they are and it would be difficult to access one by accident. In my analysis, therefore, of web pages involving women and violence, I focus solely on the non-pornographic pages. In a few cases (2) the same page was on different sites or in two different places on the same site, but the majority were unique instances. A numerical analysis of the first hundred pages of the first search (women + violence) yielded the information concerning the types of organisation behind the web page, the main issues, the types of content, the types of women who were the main subjects and the regions on which the pages focused (sometimes but not always coterminous with the women who were the subject of the page). Table I lists the types of organisation that hosted the web pages. Given their access to the Internet, it is not surprising that about a quarter of these sites were HEIs and a further 20% were state and international organisation sites. It is more interesting to note that nearly a quarter were sites set up for women and on women's issues, and 28 were sites which did not specialise in the issues of women and violence but which included them. Table II It is here that the educational potential of the Web becomes apparent. The majority (80) of pages consisted of information, analysis, book reviews, bibliographies, women's study programmes, statistics, official reports and so on. Even if we allow that this kind of page is prioritised by the search engine, and later pages might well contain 'lighter' (and also less respectable) material, the first pages with which the searcher was presented were overwhelmingly educational. Table IV . Regions of the women in question (total is greater than 100 because of multiple references on some pages). Table V shows the types of women who were the subject of the web pages. Finally, although some pages were about women in particular situations, the majority took the view, either explicitly or implicitly, that women in general were prone to violent treatment, principally by men. What follows, however, is principally a broadly categorical analysis of 1,518 pages taken from the 'violence against women and women + sex + violence searches. Following the format of the numerical analysis above, I have looked at types of organisation; main issues; types of content (actions and reports of actions, and information and analysis); women targeted by the websites; and regions/countries covered. This presented some difficulties since categories can easily overlap. Table V . Typology of women who were the main subject of each web page.
Organisations that Published on the Internet on Women and Violence
Providers of web-based information included the following:
• Official organisations and services:
-local (e.g. local government) [ 
Main Issues
The content of provision can be divided into general; violence by men against women; violence by women against women; violence by women against men.
General
• the law and violence against women [22] ;
• violence against women on the screen, in the media, in computer games, in rap music and on the Internet [23]; • effect of pornography on violence against women; • women's role or potential role in opposing violence. 
Violence by Women against Men
• violence by women, including domestic violence.
Types of Content
The kinds of resources available include official documents; actions and reports of actions; and information and analysis.
Official
• official policy statements [27] ;
• laws and programmes to combat violence against women.
Actions and Reports of Actions
• virtual communities, message boards, chat rooms [28] ;
• campaigns for legal redress for women [29] ;
• publicity for and reports of protest marches and demonstrations;
• publicity for refuges, rape crisis centres, counselling services, therapies, training [30] .
• fact sheets, newsletters [31].
• women against gun violence [32] ;
• manuals, educational videos, referral sheets.
Information and Analysis
• survivor stories;
• literature (fiction and non-fiction);
• book and film reviews and bibliographies;
• academic studies, including sociological explanations for and historical studies of violence against women [33] , and women, violence and the law [34]; • bibliographies, Internet resources;
• study programmes, courses, curricula;
• reports of conferences and seminars;
• studies of women who are themselves violent, including those who commit domestic violence.
Women Targeted by or the Subject of the Websites
There is also a range of women who are targeted by or whose situations are described by the websites. These overlap but include:
•
Countries and Regions Covered
Most of the world was covered but not to the same extent. Nevertheless, the coverage was sufficient to allow cross-national comparisons to be made.
• General: the 'Third World', all women, Europe, Latin America as a whole, South-east Asia, the Caribbean, Africa south of the Sahara; • European countries: Austria, Belarus, Belgium, Bosnia, Denmark, England, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Romania, Russia, Scotland, Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, Yugoslavia (Kosovo), Yugoslavia (Serbia); • North America: the USA as a whole and different states; Canada; • South and Central America: Belize, Chile, Nicaragua, Peru; • Asia, Asia Minor: Afghanistan, Cambodia, China, Israel, Indonesia, Iran, Japan, Jordan, Malaysia, Palestine, Singapore, South Korea, Thailand; • Oceania: Australia, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea;
• Africa: Algeria, Botswana, Congo, Egypt, Ethiopia, Kenya, Liberia, Morocco, Nigeria, Rwanda, Tanzania, South Africa, Swaziland, Uganda; • Indian subcontinent: Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka.
The Situation in 2007
In January 2007 exactly the same terms were input. This time 'women and the Internet' gave 20,500 pages (723 displayed); 'violence against women' gave 1,140,000 pages (798 displayed); and the terms 'women', 'sex', 'violence' yielded around 5,170,00 (809 displayed). The figures for pages displayed exclude those deemed by Google to be similar to its first display.
Of the three categories, only sites including 'women', 'sex' and 'violence' have increased in number. The first 755 sites were non-pornographic. The remainder, with just four intermingled exceptions, were sex sites. In all, then, the number of potentially educational sites in English yielded by using the search terms 'violence against women' and women + sex + violence has increased from 1,517 in 2001 to 1,557, a very small increase compared with the growth of the Web or indeed of the global population. On the other hand, the number of French sites yielded by 'violence contre les femmes' has increased to 344,000, but only 564 were displayed, fewer than in 2001.
Some of the sites accessed in 2001 had disappeared by 2007, or had changed their role, their address or their contents.
According to the latest figures available, Internet usage still varies widely across the world, as Table VI shows. Notably, the world regions with the greatest percentages of Internet users are still Europe, Oceania and North America, which together account for just over half of world usage although they make up only 18% of the world's population. At the other end of the scale lies Africa, with very low usage rates and only 3% of world usage despite containing 14% of the world's population (Internet World Stats, 2006). Growth there is the highest in the world but has a long way to go to catch up with other developing regions. an 'informatisation' index, based on awareness, skills and effect, where women scored very highly, and usage and access, where they reported only a quarter as much as men. This gave women an overall score equivalent to 88% of that of men. Variation among women was based principally on age and income (Hafkin 2003) . Notwithstanding the overall relative paucity of data, Dholakia et al (2003) advance several useful points. First, apart from the USA and Canada, men are still the majority of Internet users, even though female participation has greatly increased in, for example, Mexico and Brazil. Second, there is in general a direct relationship between per capita income and the proportion of female Internet users. Third, women's per capita gross domestic product (GDP) is below that of men worldwide and the proportion varies across the world. Fourth, women are more likely to access the Internet in countries with a longer history of usage, such as Sweden and the United Kingdom, as opposed to Italy and Spain. Fifth, even where the Internet can be accessed cheaply in public venues, cultural barriers may dissuade or prevent women from taking up the opportunity. Sixth, basic computer skills are necessary and in many cases English language skills, although this situation is changing and the Web now hosts a much wider range of languages.
Stewart (2002) makes additional points. Access to and training in computers is most readily available through paid work, and women are less likely than men to be in the formal labour market and, where they are employed, more likely to undertake low-paid work. Furthermore, many people are employed by small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) and these have been much slower than large organisations to adopt computerisation (Stewart, 2002) .
In many developing countries, however, the majority of owners of SMEs are women entrepreneurs, and a few have benefited from information and communications technology (ICT) to generate foreign customers; and the outsourcing of many services has led to female employment in ICT industries, especially in Asia. On the other hand, women have less access to basic education, let alone training in computer literacy and foreign languages, less access to finance, and are more likely to live in rural areas with reduced access to ICT (UNCTAD 2002).
One way of approaching the question of women's access, then, is to take into account their lower levels of education and literacy and higher levels of poverty and marginalisation. These militate against their participation even when the physical infrastructure for Web access exists in an area. Thus, the lower a region's Gender Development Index [38] , the more unequal Web access is likely to be. Even where inequality is low, however, other factors influence Internet use, including age. A study of the European Union found that the narrowest gender gap was in the 16-24 age group (Ottens [2004] , and see Hafkin [2003] for similar findings from the Korean surveys). One interesting finding, worthy of further exploration, was that the smallest gender gap was found in Finland, Estonia, Lithuania and Latvia (Ottens, 2004) , although these rank 14th, 41st, 45th and 50th respectively out of the 175 countries on the Gender Development Index (UNDP, 2003) .
Conclusions
The debate on globalisation includes questions like (a) whether it is really a new state of affairs or merely a continuation of earlier developments such as the telegraph, long-distance trade and colonisation; (b) whether the effect of global media such as the Web is broadly positive or negative; and (c) whether in any case unequal access to the Internet does not undermine the potential of the Web.
Leaving aside question (a) as lying considerably beyond the scope of this article and taking up question (b), many misgivings have been expressed about the content of the World Wide Web and its accessibility to people of any age and any tendency. A small but significant proportion of the content is, apparently, pornographic and this includes not only women as sexual partners but also women as subjects and objects of violence. Pornographic sites generate a large amount of web traffic. Another aspect of the Web is the large amount of information, but also misinformation, unsupported opinion, school children's simple projects and so on, found on the millions of home pages kept by individuals.
What this search revealed, however, is the potential of the Web for educating, informing and supporting women who have suffered violence as well as those with other interests in the topic, such as social and legal theorists. This potential is being realised to an impressive degree in countries such as the USA and Canada.
Furthermore, women from all walks of life and parts of the world are represented on the Web, either by themselves or by others who are concerned for their welfare and who publicise the plight of women whose voices are largely unheard and who do not themselves have access to the Internet. The Web also offers the possibility for women from different parts of the world to communicate, to exchange experiences, discover similarities and form bonds, initiate joint actions and transfer ideas.
Going to question (c), with the decreasing price of computer technology and the greater availability of Internet access, through net bars or Internet cafes, offices, schools, colleges and universities, more people can access the Web than may be realised, and often relatively cheaply. In very poor countries, where electricity and even water are scarce, and life for many consists of a struggle for basic survival, it is still only the elite who have this access -but this elite includes people with the power to effect change if they so choose.
One interesting example of Web access in rural areas is Kerala's e-literacy campaign, which aims to assist every household to have one member who can use a computer in addition to all school children (in the only part of India where almost all children attend school). Piloted in one district, Malappuram, where the request for such a facility came from the grass roots, that is, poor Muslim families with relatives working in the Gulf, it is now being extended to the rest of the state. In many centres the majority of students are women. Although email is the main activity, the main newspaper in the state, Malayala Manorama, has found a big increase in visits to its online edition. [39] International bodies like the United Nations and its agencies also use their influence to try to effect change. The raped women of war zones may not be able to speak for themselves, but organisations, from local grass-roots associations up to national governments, can and do speak for them, publicise their plight and generate national and international laws which, even if not obeyed, at least give a space for justice to prevail.
Finally, to return to the issues for adult education, using the Web for self-directed adult education carries similar disadvantages to learning through adult education providers. Access and participation are reduced for the least advantaged, through lack of time and money to access the Internet. For those with such access, good search skills are required to find out what exists and informed critical skills to assess the quality of provision, in an environment where many sites of varying quality exist. Useful websites sometimes disappear, change their names or drop some of their content (or make it hard to find), just as adult education providers drop or change courses or cease existence (viz. the disappearance of university extramural departments in much of England). There are also problems not associated with conventional adult education, such as the impact of viruses, spam email, abusive messages and the health and safety issues arising from computer use.
On the other hand, there are distinct advantages. The Web contains a great quantity and very wide range of resources, giving self-directed learners the opportunity to tailor their own 'courses', define their own learning aims and organise their own time. It is possible to form online learning groups or simply make contact with like-minded individuals who provide support and information. Such contacts can be global, providing insights into other countries and cultures. It does not even demand active participation by its users, who can lurk unseen. Those who wish to contribute their own experiences and insights may do so, through both specialised message boards and chat rooms and through the Web 2.0 sites where content is generated by users. The amount of material on women and violence is quite large and covers a wide spectrum of issues. The 2007 Google search found a greater number of academic papers than in 2001. The quality of such material is variable but the contribution of higher education institutions, if not a guarantee of quality, at least offers some kind of reassurance.
Access to and participation in face-to-face adult education are problematic for many people and the need for electronic access to web-based material imposes a financial burden that is too great for the majority of women in the world to circumvent. At the same time, however, the price of such access is falling and it should not be forgotten that the Internet can and does link people living in remote or isolated areas. As for participation, in the sense of women using the Web for learning about women and violence, the potential is there but we need much more evidence about the numbers of women who access the Web for such educational purposes as well as for email and shopping.
Nevertheless, if the Web excludes those without financial resources or physical access, it includes the disabled, the shy, the exam-phobic, the busy, the travellers, the housebound and others who find it difficult to attend regular face-to-face classes or prefer not to take formallyassessed courses.
Notes
[1] Understandably, the University of Glasgow has a strict policy on staff using its resources to indulge in pornography, so before beginning the search, the webmaster was informed of the possibility of pornographic sites being accessed by accident. In the event, this did not happen. 
